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Oral hygiene with chlorhexidine and L)
bacterial resistance in intubated
patients™

Higiene bucal con clorhexidina y resistencias
bacterianas en los pacientes intubados

Several studies affirm that the oral cavity can be the gate-
way and focus of dissemination of potentially pathogenic
micro-organisms. Infections are very prevalent in Intensive
Care Units and are an important morbidity and mortality fac-
tor. Among the infections related to the respiratory system,
ventilator-associated pneumonia (VAP) stands out. This is
defined as an episode of pneumonia in an intubated patient
requiring invasive mechanical ventilation for at least 48 h,
without having been diagnosed prior to intubation.’

In intubated patients, microbiological changes occur in
the flora of the oral cavity, forming a specific biofilm. In
addition, there is an increase in risk factors such as those
arising from the permanent opening of the oral cavity and
the decrease in saliva production secondary to pharmacolog-
ical sedation. All this contributes to the dryness of the oral
mucosa, favouring the formation of bacterial plaque, thus
reducing the natural defence system and increasing the risk
of VAP.'

For this reason, evidence-based care packages to reduce
VAP, known as ‘‘zero pneumonia’’, have been implemented
in recent years. Among the measures included is oral cav-
ity hygiene using chlorhexidine. Recently, however, studies
are emerging that address the possible association of VAP
and pneumonia with the use of chlorhexidine. Recently,
however, studies are emerging that address the possible
association of continued exposure to low doses of chlorhex-
idine with bacterial resistance mechanisms.??

In view of the uncertainty raised, it was decided to
conduct a literature review to determine the existing evi-
dence on the use of chlorhexidine in oral cavity hygiene
and the relationship with bacterial resistance. Among the
few studies found, the literature review published by Ciep-
lik et al.? stands out, which has analysed the acquisition of
bacterial resistance mechanisms after sustained exposure
to chlorhexidine in different bacterial strains and species.
However, the results are variable as chlorhexidine remains
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effective as an antiseptic, especially in the prevention of
infections. At the same time, data are emerging that warn
of bacterial tolerance to chlorhexidine and even cross-
resistance with some antibiotics.?™

Despite this, there are no specific studies available that
address this possible causal relationship, especially in intu-
bated patients in whom oral hygiene is performed using
chlorhexidine to prevent VAP. However, some recent studies,
such as that of Klarin et al.> propose the use of probiotics as
an effective alternative to the use of chlorhexidine in oral
cavity hygiene in mechanically ventilated patients.

Therefore, this letter to the editor is presented as a call
for attention on a hot and topical research topic, especially
for the care of Intensive Care Unit patients. Future lines of
research should focus on analysing the widespread use of
chlorhexidine in oral cavity hygiene for the prevention of
VAP. In addition to analysing whether its continued use leads
to bacterial tolerance, as well as quantifying and determin-
ing possible bacterial cross-resistance with some antibiotics.
This will allow a comparative study of the benefits of its use
and the risks it may entail. In order to increase patient safety
in the future and individualise patient treatment to ensure
nursing care based on the best scientific evidence available.
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